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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The Select Committee on Rural Economic Development is an advisory body of the
California Assembly.  The Committee’s mission is to gather information on the
state programs and policies that adversely impact rural areas.  Based on that
information, the Committee’s role is to recommend changes to those programs and
policies that will improve the quality of life for rural Californians.

The Select Committee on Rural Economic Development and the Assembly Budget
Subcommittee on Education Funding jointly conducted an informational hearing
on the problems associated with providing elementary and high school educational
services in a rural setting.  Held on April 1, 1999 in the First Assembly District
community of Arcata, the hearing featured presentations from school
administrators and program directors from North Coast counties of Del Norte,
Humboldt and Mendocino.  The purpose of the hearing was to learn how state
funding mechanisms impact rural education, given the unique circumstances rural
educators face.  The topics addressed included:

• School Nursing
 

• Student Transportation
 

• Categorical Reform
 

• Class Size Reduction
 

• Low-Wealth School Districts
 

• Necessary Small Schools
 

• ADA funding
 

• Special Education Services
 

• Staff Development
 
 Testimony presented at the hearing focused on the need for school funding
formulas that give special consideration to the unique issues associated with
providing an education in a rural setting.  The speakers urged more flexibility for
program dollars and more discretionary funding that can enhance staff resources.
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They suggested adjustments to attendance- and enrollment-based formulas that
would allow more small schools to benefit.
 
 Based on the testimony offered, the Committee made the following findings:
 

• Current state school funding formulas fail to consider the unique circumstances
of educating students in a rural setting.

• State funding for services such as school nursing or special education fail to
consider the difficulty of providing a wide range of services to schools that are
remotely scattered throughout a rural district, or the high cost of providing
specialized services available only in larger communities.

• Transportation funding formulas that accommodate urban school districts do
not adequately provide for student transportation needs in large, rural districts.

• Rural school districts with declining enrollments are unable to provide
adequate services under attendance- or enrollment-based formulas.

• Funding for small, rural high schools makes no provision for honors or
advanced placement courses, preventing many students from qualifying for
admission to many top universities.

• Block grant funding, as is available to Charter Schools, could offer rural
schools the funding flexibility they need.

• A statewide K-12 master plan would provide rural educators with guidelines
for appropriate decision making at the local level while also giving local
administrators accountability for the success of the plans they develop.

These and other findings are supported by specific recommendations, which may
be found throughout this report.

The integrity of California’s public school system depends upon the guarantee of a
high quality education for all children, regardless of where a student attends
school.  In assuring that all students, regardless of race, ethnicity, or income level
are provided with equal educational services, the State must not ignore the
inequities imposed by a funding structure that overlooks the differences in school
settings.

This year the Legislature passed Senate Concurrent Resolution 29 (Resolution
Chapter 43, 1999), calling for formation of a Joint Legislative Committee on the
Master Plan for Education -- Kindergarten through University.  The Committee’s
charge is to draft a blueprint for education in California in the 21st century that
supports lifelong learning and raises the standards for educational excellence (see
Appendix I).

The Select Committee on Rural Economic Development offers this report to the
Legislature to increase the awareness of the unique and challenging issues faced by
rural schools.  More importantly, this report is offered as a tool for the newly-
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formed Joint Committee to use in framing California’s master plan, to ensure that
the state’s goals of excellence and opportunity extend equally to the most remote
communities in rural California and to their urban counterparts.
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INTRODUCTION

The problems that plague all California schools are amplified in rural communities,
where remote locations, crumbling infrastructures, depressed socio-economic
factors and limited opportunities are working against teachers and administrators
alike.  On top of the ordinary challenges that come with trying to give children the
best education possible, rural educators must factor in long bus rides, remotely
scattered school sites, limited access to technology, and inadequate school facilities
among the daily realities.

On April 1, 1999 the Select Committee on Rural Economic Development and the
Assembly Budget Subcommittee on Education Funding jointly sponsored a hearing
to study the unique problems of funding educational programs in rural schools.
Held in Arcata, a coastal town in the First Assembly District, the hearing focused
on the hardships imposed on rural schools by California’s educational funding
structure, which ignores the special circumstances within which rural schools must
operate.

Currently in California, school funding decisions are made on a statewide basis.
Funding formulas are based on the number of students enrolled, or on the number
of Average Daily Attendance (ADA) at each school site.  The formulas make sense
for schools with higher student populations, but in rural schools where enrollments
are often in decline, educators struggle to provide the education to which students
are entitled.  Even special funding mechanisms for the most remote small schools
fail to address the problem of transporting children long distances, often over
mountain roads, or the higher percentage of students to be bused.  Statewide
reductions in school nursing programs have an unexpected impact on children in
poor, rural areas, where the school nurse may be the only healthcare provider to
whom a child has access.

The range of issues relating to rural school funding is far greater than could be
adequately addressed in a single hearing.  The agenda for the April 1 event was
narrowed from a list of 19 potential topics which included facilities and school
construction, access to computers and high tech equipment, school nutrition and
hot meal programs, bi-lingual education, remedial education, counseling services,
substance abuse, and library services.  All of those topics are critical to providing a
quality education, and all are more difficult to provide in a rural setting. Given the
limited amount of time and the difficulty of covering such a broad array of topics,
the agenda was scaled back to address statewide funding mechanisms and how
they play out in rural schools.
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The hearing on "Funding Rural Education" was co-chaired by Assemblymember
Strom-Martin and Assemblymember Sarah Reyes, chair of the Assembly Budget
Subcommittee on Education Funding.  Assemblymember Ellen Corbett, who sits
on the Select Committee on Rural Economic Development, was also in attendance.
The hearing format included opening remarks by Assemblymember Strom-Martin,
followed by presentations from program directors and school administrators from
schools in Del Norte, Humboldt and Mendocino counties.  In attendance were
representatives of school districts and interested individuals from those counties, as
well as Lake County, Siskiyou County, and from Sacramento.  A brief question
and answer time was offered after each presentation.

The following report is intended to provide the Legislature with a concise
summary of the hearing on "Funding Rural Education."  It is our hope that the
information presented will be used to make careful and informed budget decisions
that can ultimately improve the quality of education in California’s rural schools.
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ANCILLARY SERVICES

School Nursing
Presenter:
Robin Martinelli, Del Norte County School District Nurse

Ms. Martinelli described the difficulties of providing nursing services to 5,300
students housed at 11 school sites throughout Del Norte County.  Ms. Martinelli is
one of two fully credentialed nurses in the District, who together fill the equivalent
of 1.7 full-time employees.  There are also six part-time staff providing school
health services.

With primary responsibility for six schools, Ms. Martinelli travels as far as 20 miles
to reach one school site and serves more than 120 children at each of the outlying
schools.  Within Crescent City, Del Norte County’s only major community, she
serves high school, middle school, and two elementary school sites with special
day classes and many special needs students.  Present within those six schools are
two students who require daily blood sugar testing, a paralytic student who
requires daily catheterization, a child with a gastronomy tube who requires
medication and two feedings per day, along with students with daily medication
requirements.

Ms. Martinelli is responsible for training other school staff to handle many of these
procedures, and must cover for that staff member should they be absent on a given
day.  She is on call at all times for medical emergencies.

Ms. Martinelli discussed the challenges associated with mainstreaming, which
brings an increasing number of students with severe special needs into the
classroom setting.  In contrast, support for school nursing staff has decreased over
the years.

Calling her work in rural schools "nursing in the real world," Ms. Martinelli
contrasted her work to her former experience as a hospital nurse, where patients
were essentially "captive" and all factors involved in treating illness were in the
provider’s control.  Educating students about health issues is a large part of a
school nurse’s work, and a student’s home environment, psycho-social environment
and maturity level all play a role.
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Ms. Martinelli cited the difficulty of gaining access to educational resources that
could help her in her work, noting that in-service training for school nurses are
held in Sacramento or the Bay Area, limiting both access and affordability.
Learning new technologies and procedures is made more difficult because of this.

Students’ health needs are directly tied to their educational success, and timely
medicating, a change in glasses or help at home to deal with problems such as head
lice can make the difference in a child’s progress.  With a high rate of welfare in the
county, many families’ priorities are focused on paying rent or buying food, rather
than glasses or head lice.

Working to connect families with community resources is one way Ms. Martinelli
attempts to meet those needs.  Community resources such as the county health
department, the local hospital, and various non-profit organizations often can help
families meet their childrens’ more specialized needs.  While networking often
provides the key to resolving problems, the time needed to accomplish the
connections can be great.

State mandated screenings for hearing and vision impairments and scoliosis are
also the responsibility of Del Norte County School District (CSD) nursing staff, as
well as a screening of all sixth graders’ immunization records in order to comply
with new state immunization requirements.

School nurses often serve as community resources themselves, and Ms. Martinelli
said she and other nursing staff serve on community advisory committees on health
issues.  They also conduct health in-service and TB screenings for all school
district personnel.  Programs such as dental health, nutrition, and awareness of
eating disorders are important to students, but cannot be implemented due to
staffing and time limitations.  Many students would benefit from health counseling,
yet the opportunity to build relationships with students is hampered by the limits of
a traveling school nurse’s rigorous schedule.

Ms. Martinelli said that often the school is a student’s primary health care center,
and meeting the students’ physical and mental health needs should be a priority.
Health problems from poor nutrition, illness and frequent absences can all affect a
students’ ability to perform in class.
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FINDING:
Rural School Districts have inadequate numbers of nursing staff to handle the
range of special needs and routine health services schools are required to provide.

RECOMMENDATION:
The State must provide funding for adequate school nursing staff.

FINDING:
State mandated health screenings and health service requirements do not address
the staffing needed to provide those services.

RECOMMENDATION:
State mandated school health services must include funding to support additional
staffing needs.

FINDING:
Rural school nursing staff must travel great distances at significant expense to
attend in-service training and to learn about new procedures and equipment.

RECOMMENDATION:
In-service training and educational opportunities for school nursing staff must be
offered in more locations throughout the state to reduce school district expense
and to give staff greater access, or funding must be made available to
accommodate the cost of travel and lodging.
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Transportation Services
Presenter:
Jim Estes, Director of Business Services, Fortuna Union High School District

Mr. Estes described the differences between California’s 988 urban and rural
school districts, noting that 596 districts have fewer than 2,500 students.  Of that
number, 269 districts have only one school and 127 have only two schools.  Within
Humboldt County there are 18 one-school districts, seven two-school districts and
three three-school districts.  Throughout California, approximately one million
students are bused annually.  California schools operate 21,877 buses and transport
students over a total of 364,653,725 miles per year.

In rural areas, such as Humboldt County, Mr. Estes said large geographic areas
must be covered to get students to and from school.  Fortuna Union High School
District (UHSD) covers 2,500 square miles, which contrasts with Los Angeles
School District’s 170 square mile area.  Mr. Estes said the difference between
those school districts’ cost per mile is substantial, yet the state’s transportation
formula ignores mileage discrepancies.  In districts with larger geographic areas,
general fund dollars are relied upon to make up the difference.  In order to keep
costs down in rural communities, students living within two miles of the school site
are not bused.  In inclement weather, these students may be more likely to be
truant, rather than walk two miles to school in the rain.

Mr. Estes said another problem rural school districts face is finding easily
accessible bus driver training.  Because training is not available locally, school
districts have difficulty finding substitute bus drivers or training new, qualified
replacement drivers.

Transporting special education students presents an additional challenge for rural
schools on limited budgets.  Those students often require buses with special lifts or
other accommodations, and many require transportation at times other than regular
school hours. Special education transportation draws $20,000 per year from
Fortuna UHSD’s general fund.

Current transportation funding mechanisms place rural school districts with large
geographic boundaries at a disadvantage, Mr. Estes said.  Rural districts are also
forced to compete against urban districts for a limited number of apportionment
grants.  Mr. Estes suggested that future decisions on transportation funding should
factor in rural conditions including geographic boundaries, the percentage of
students that are bused, and the cost per mile based on those details.  He suggested
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that rural schools be given priority to receive alternative fuel buses and special
consideration to receive grant funding or pilot projects to lessen the impacts of
transporting students.

Comments from the audience supported Mr. Estes’ suggestions.  Pooling resources
between districts could help improve transportation services for rural schools, but
the state offers no incentive for collaboration.  State mandates for increased
summer school participation and remedial opportunities will also impact school
transportation budgets, but no transportation augmentation was approved with
those requirements.

For the smallest schools in certain settings, state mandated school bus
specifications are inappropriate.  Standard school buses are too big and are not
designed to travel on narrow, mountainous roads, especially in inclement weather.
Smaller vehicles designed to travel in more rugged conditions would provide safer
access for some students, but do not fit the State’s criteria.  School districts should
be able to obtain waivers in order to purchase more appropriate vehicles.

FINDING:
In spite of a smaller student base, small, rural schools spend a disproportionate
amount of money transporting students.

RECOMMENDATION:
School transportation funding formulas should factor in the distances traveled and
the number of students requiring busing so districts’ general funds are not
impacted.

FINDING:
Rural school districts have difficulty finding substitute bus drivers because training
is not available locally.

RECOMMENDATION:
Bus driver training courses should be offered at rural venues as well as suburban
centers, to provide greater access to trainees.

FINDING:
Rural school district budgets are hard-hit by the cost of transporting students long
distances to and from school.
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RECOMMENDATION:
Rural school districts should be given priority consideration for alternative fuel
buses, which are more economical to operate.  Rural school districts should be
given priority funding for grant programs or pilot project that will lessen student
transportation impacts on district budgets.

FINDING:
By pooling transportation resources, rural school districts could improve
transportation services.

RECOMMENDATION:
The state should provide incentives for school districts to collaborate on
transportation services when it would be in their best interests.

FINDING:
State mandates for summer school and remedial programs do not address the
additional transportation services that accompany those additional programs.

RECOMMENDATIONS:
State mandates for summer school and remedial programs should include funding
augmentations to support additional transportation needs.

FINDING:
Tiny schools in remote or rugged environments could benefit from the use of
alternative vehicles that are better suited to the area’s terrain and potential driving
conditions.

RECOMMENDATIONS:
Small school districts should be able to obtain waivers that allow them to purchase
vehicles appropriate to their needs.
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FUNDING FLEXIBILITY

Categorical Reform/Funding Flexibility
Presenter:
James Scott, Ed.D., Superintendent of Eureka City Schools

Funding flexibility is what rural schools need most, Dr. Scott testified.  He said the
public perception that more money is flowing into the schools is actually true, but
said that most new funding is restricted.  Unrestricted cost of living adjustments
(COLAs) are small and do not cover additional costs of implementing many state-
mandated programs.  He cited the example of summer school programs, for which
state funding formulas would cover only 95 of the district’s 1,800 participating K-
6th grade students.

Dr. Scott said that state mandates fail to include the necessary funding component
to implement new programs.  He gave the example of summer programs for
remedial education and enrichment that are mandated by the state.  The district
loses money due to the cost of transporting students, but has no alternative but to
provide the service.  He said that some special program grants come with so many
restrictions, at times requiring 99% teacher participation, that districts find them
impossible to implement.  If program grants don’t provide funding for program
staffing, the district may not even pursue the funding.

Dr. Scott contrasted his district’s situation with that of Charter Schools, which
receive block grants and have substantial freedom over how funds are utilized.  He
said his district would like to blend categorical funds in order to derive greater
benefit, but the State won’t allow it.  With Eureka City Schools’ interactive,
community based process, Dr. Scott said the district was just as involved as a
charter school, but the district still is prevented from having the Charter School’s
funding flexibility.

Expectations upon teachers and staff have never been greater, Dr. Scott said. He
said fiscal resources, facilities resources, and human resources are all being
depleted by increasing program expectations.  He said that program goals and
criteria seem to change annually.  In 1997-98 he said staff was required to evaluate
students on a range of multiple criteria that placed an extreme burden on staff.  He
said the state requirements often feel like "hoops" staff must jump through, and
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that school personnel feel as though they’re working to perpetuate a bureaucratic
system they have no connection to.

The end result is that time is taken away from the students.  He expressed concern
over the fast-changing demands for professional development, citing the
Crosscultural, Language and Academic Development (CLAD) certification as one
program that calls for on-going training.  Dr. Scott said schools lack funding for
additional staff development days.  Issues beyond core curriculum, such as school
safety and student health must also be addressed during staff development time.

Dr. Scott recommended the State fully fund a minimum 190-day school year for
teachers and allow districts to negotiate individually for any days beyond that
number.    He also recommended that funds should be made available to schools
with fewer strings attached.

Dr. Scott said a state-developed K-12 master plan would give coherence to the
issues schools are asked to address, as well as provide a forum to allow dialogue
and further development of ideas.  He suggested the master plan include teacher
input, as well as adequate budgeting requirements for implementation.  He said the
master plan should allow appropriate decision making at the local level, making
local administrators accountable for the success of the plans they develop.

Dave Geck, Lake County Office of Education’s assistant superintendent of
programs and services, noted that differential COLAs were a poor means of
resolving budget issues.  Both Mr. Geck and Dr. Scott agreed that site grants were
a more effective means of addressing funding issues.

FINDING:
Unrestricted COLAs are inadequate to cover schools’ discretionary budgetary
needs.

RECOMMENDATION:
Schools need greater COLAs or other sources of discretionary funding in order to
meet program funding shortfalls.

FINDING:
State mandated programs do not provide the funding to cover staff or the
necessary support services, such as transportation or administrative time, to
effectively implement those programs.  Some program grants come with such
onerous reporting and accounting requirements, that schools are unable to
implement the associated programs.
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RECOMMENDATION:
State mandates should provide funding for all necessary components of program
implementation.  Program grants should come with fewer restrictions to allow
easier implementation of new programs.

FINDING:
Charter schools that receive block grant funding have more flexibility to implement
programs than other schools.

RECOMMENDATION:
Public school districts should benefit from some of the same funding flexibility that
Charter schools have.

FINDING:
External program requirements, such as multiple criteria evaluations, drain staff
resources and take time away from students.  External requirements that change
frequently also cause on-going stress for school staff.

RECOMMENDATION:
External program requirements should be designed to address staffing limitations
as well as to evaluate student success, and should remain consistent in order to
help school districts comply.

FINDING:
Current allowances for staff development are inadequate to cover all the issues that
must be covered.

RECOMMENDATION:
The state should provide full funding for a 190-day school year to allow for
additional staff development days.

FINDING:
The State lacks a K-12 master plan to provide an educational context for all
California schools.

RECOMMENDATION:
The State should develop a K-12 master plan that includes input from teachers and
adequate budgetary considerations to fully implement programs.  The plan should
allow for appropriate decision-making at the local level and make decision makers
accountable for program success.
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Class-Size Reduction
Presenter:
Walt Hanline, Ed.D., Superintendent of Del Norte County Office of Education and
Crescent City School District

Dr. Hanline said Class Size Reduction (CSR) makes sense from both an
educational and political standpoint.  Research supports the beneficial results of
smaller classes, he said, and while 15 or fewer students to a class would be
preferable, 20 is good.  He noted the correlation between smaller classes and
improved psychological and social health of students.  Smaller classes create a
better learning environment and as well as help teachers.

Dr. Hanline said the State’s funding of California schools falls between 37th and 41st

in the nation in per-pupil spending and CSR is not adequately funded anywhere.
The current formula only supports a beginning teacher’s salary.  He said the money
to support smaller classes actually comes from the higher grades.  Students from
4th through 8th grades are at a critical point in their psychological and emotional
development and would be helped by smaller classes.  The State must provide
funding to reduce these grades, including teacher salaries, supplies and other needs
in the formula.

Dr. Hanline said the current CSR funding formula for 20.4 students per class is
unrealistic and restrictive for smaller schools.  Smaller schools can’t load classes at
20 students to keep the ratio down.  Often they are forced to maintain classes at 18
or 19 students, resulting in lost funding.  A CSR limit of 21 would be more
workable for smaller schools.

The State should allow flexibility within the classroom when a school has too many
in one grade level.  Often smaller schools are forced to move students into a
combined grade class in order to meet CSR requirements, to the detriment of the
older students.  CSR limits should increase to 25 students under these
circumstances.  Teachers need additional training on how to work with small
groups to address students’ emotional and psychological health.

Small school districts do not have staff to apply for grant funding and funds
disbursed through grants are often inequitable, Dr. Hanline said.  He suggested
funds be given to local schools to use according to their own program needs.  He
said schools should be the conduit for Healthy Start and Necessary Small School
funding.  With local administration, the Necessary Small School formula could be
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redefined in order to include many necessary schools which fail to meet current
Necessary Small School criteria.  He also noted that Necessary Small Schools
aren’t allowed to participate in CSR funding.

FINDING:
Students from 4th through 8th grades are at a critical point in their psychological
and emotional development and would be helped by smaller classes.

RECOMMENDATION:
The State must provide funding to reduce class size for the 4th through 8th grades,
and must include salaries, supplies and other needs in the formula.

FINDING:
The current CSR funding formula for 20.4 students per class is unrealistic and
restrictive for smaller schools.

RECOMMENDATION:
The CSR limit for smaller schools should be raised to 21 students per class.

FINDING:
The state should allow flexibility within the classroom when a school has too many
students in one grade level.

RECOMMENDATION:
A CSR limit of 25 should be allowed when a small school has too many students in
one grade level.

FINDING:
Small school districts do not have adequate staff to apply for grant funding and
funds disbursed through grants are often inequitable.

RECOMMENDATION:
Funds should be given to local schools to use according to their own program
needs.  Schools should be the conduit for Healthy Start and Necessary Small
School funding.
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Low-Wealth School Districts
Presenter:
Paul Tichinin, Superintendent, Mendocino County Office of Education

Superintendent Tichinin described the economies of scale in funding rural schools,
saying many rural schools were not only low-wealth schools, but also low resource
and high needs schools.  The "low-wealth" designation indicates schools that fall
below the statewide average in school funding.  Funding shortfalls are hard to
recover when students fare poorly on standardized tests.  He asked how school
staff could take the extra time needed to develop a consortium when there was no
time to compete for grant funding?

The State must fully fund rural school deficits, he said.  The State must end the
practice of mandating program budgets and then providing funding after the fact.
A K-12 master plan is critical and would allow schools to hold the State
accountable for program support. Mr. Tichinin said a master plan would make it
easier for rural schools to compare their efforts to a standard, giving them data to
use when asking the Department of Education to provide the resources to achieve
their goals.  He added that the rules and criteria must not change annually.

Mr. Tichinin explained that low-wealth school districts historically had a low
assessment value, meaning there was less money available than in wealthier
districts.  The low-wealth formula was designed to raise the revenue limit for these
schools to the state’s average, in order to meet minimum standards.  Under the
current "Equalization of Poverty" program, schools are funded to meet an average
revenue limit, yet the formula still fails to provide adequate services for students.
He said the inequities have been demonstrated through two studies, but the State
has not rectified the situation.

He said a recent report by the Legislative Analyst’s Office addressed the needs of
low wealth schools in discussing the need for K-12 reforms.  The report called for
a long-term commitment to standards-based education. Mr. Tichinin said rural and
low-wealth schools could not comply without a funding augmentation from the
State.

The State needs to bring schools in line with the national average, and to give
schools the resources to meet student needs.  He said schools should be rewarded
for providing services under such difficult conditions.
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Superintendent Louis Bucher, of the Humboldt County Office of Education, added
that the problem of funding rural schools is compounded by declining enrollments.
As AFDC (Aid to Families with Dependent Children, or welfare) rolls decline,
causing families to move away in hopes of finding work, Average Daily
Attendance (ADA) in rural schools drops.  As student numbers fall, schools
receive less funding and have fewer resources available to them.  Schools are
forced to offer services with fewer staff on hand to provide them.  With fewer aid
recipients enrolled, he said small schools also lose access to Title I funding.

Dr. Bucher added that schools are still working to implement last year’s
educational reforms, which included additional record-keeping, and other new
requirements.  With such difficult new requirements to implement, schools need
support and flexibility to comply.

FINDING:
Low-wealth schools also suffer from low resources and high needs. Rural and low-
wealth schools suffer from frequent funding shortfalls and have a difficult time
making up deficits.

RECOMMENDATION:
The State must fully fund rural school deficits, and program funding must be
provided up front, rather than after a program has been carried out.

FINDING:
A K-12 master plan would make it easier for rural schools to compare their efforts
to a state standard.

RECOMMENDATION:
The State must develop a master plan for K-12 education.

FINDING:
The State’s low wealth, or "Equalization of Poverty" formula funds schools to an
average revenue limit, yet still fails to provide adequate services for students.

RECOMMENDATION:
Low-wealth formulas need to consider the additional inequities of resource
shortages and equity in services for students.
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FINDING:
Declining enrollments compound the issue of funding and resource shortages in
rural schools.

RECOMMENDATION:
State formulas must address the issue of declining enrollments in rural schools to
assure that adequate services and funding remain in place to serve remaining
students.
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Necessary Small School Funding
Presenter:
Susie Jennings, Associate Superintendent, Southern Humboldt School District &
Principal, Ettersburg and Whitethorn Schools

Associate Superintendent Jennings described the formula for funding Necessary
Small Schools (NSS).  These small schools are deemed "necessary" by virtue of
their being so remote that students could not be reasonably bused to larger school
facilities.   NSS funding is allocated on a ’per unit’ basis, with schools receiving
$95,600 per unit.  At the elementary level (Kindergarten through 8th grades) units
are defined in increments of 24 students.  At the NSS high school level, schools are
funded at 4 units for 20 or fewer students, and receive an additional unit for each
additional 20 students.  Ms. Jennings said the formula covers only program basics,
and does not account for facilities maintenance.  NSS funding is not based on
actual attendance, but rather upon average daily attendance (ADA).

Ms. Jennings said the biggest challenge for small schools was the discrepancy
between NSS funding and Class Size Reduction (CSR) funding.  NSS funding
requires 24 ADA per classroom, while CSR funding allows only 20 students
(actual enrollment).  CSR funding brings in additional dollars, but often these
smallest schools must create oddly-configured classes, sometimes combining
students from two or even three grade levels in one classroom, to meet CSR
enrollment requirements.

Ms. Jennings recommended small schools be given more flexibility in implementing
CSR when there is only one classroom per grade.  CSR requirements should be
consistent with NSS requirements as well.  She noted the difficulty of achieving
ADA criteria under new requirements that disallow counting excused absences.
She said students in remote schools often have a full day’s travel to get to doctor
appointments.

Grants and entitlements based strictly on ADA often fail to make a difference for
the smallest schools, she said.  GATE (Gifted and Talented Education) funding
based on identification of 2% of the students benefits only one student in a school
of 50.  Basing funding for instructional materials on ADA does not cover
classroom materials, such as teacher support materials or teaching kits.  This
creates a special burden for multi-grade classrooms, where several kits, at costs of
up to $400 per grade level, may be needed.
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Block grant funding works best for small schools, Ms. Jennings stated, noting that
a library grant received by her school in 1998 was very beneficial.  Block grants
also help schools purchase equipment, such as copy machines, computers and
laboratory equipment.  Ms. Jennings urged the state to set minimum funding levels
for small school grants to make them more effective.

Ms. Jennings said NSS funding for high schools is so inadequate for upper grades
that Southern Humboldt has no Necessary Small High Schools.  NSS supports
only the most basic high school program, and provides no funding for foreign
languages, fine arts, or vocational education classes.  These small schools have just
as difficult a time funding extracurricular activities, and advanced placement (AP)
classes are so hard to maintain that they are seldom offered.

Bob Morris, of Dunsmuir Unified High School District, in Siskiyou County, said
his school conducts AP courses over the Internet.  Although the practice makes it
easier for smaller schools to offer advanced courses, he said it can be difficult to
keep students logged on to the correct site, and a credentialed teacher must be
present for the class to be valid.  Some universities now require grade point
averages (GPA) above 4.0 for acceptance, prompting high schools to increase the
GPA for a "straight A" student to 4.3.  Digital high schools and other
technological advances promise AP opportunities for students where such
technology is available.

FINDING:
Necessary Small School funding supports only the most basic educational
programs for rural students.  NSS funding for high schools allows for no courses
such as languages, arts, and advanced placement.

RECOMMENDATION:
Schools meeting NSS requirements need additional funding to go beyond the
basics, and NSS high schools must be able to provide foreign language courses,
fine arts, extracurricular activities, and advanced placement courses.

FINDING:
Schools benefiting from Necessary Small School funding, based on a ratio of 24
students to a classroom, are unable to take advantage of Class Size Reduction
funding, which is based on a ratio of 20 students per classroom.
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RECOMMENDATION:
Necessary Small School funding criteria should be made consistent with Class Size
Reduction funding, so small schools may benefit from both programs.

FINDING:
Funding formulas for Necessary Small Schools and Class Size Reduction are
restrictive to small schools.  Class Size Reduction criteria are unrealistic for the
smallest schools, where unusual combinations of grade levels may be placed in one
classroom in order to fit CSR requirements.

RECOMMENDATION:
The smallest schools with few classrooms need flexibility to implement Class Size
Reduction, and to have a lower ADA.

FINDING:
Grants and entitlements based strictly on ADA have little impact on the smallest
schools.

RECOMMENDATION:
Grants and entitlements should have minimum funding levels to make a positive
impact on school environments.

FINDING:
Funding the purchase of instructional materials by using ADA does not allow for
purchase of classroom support materials or teachers’ kits in small schools.

RECOMMENDATION:
Funding for instructional materials must include all necessary support materials.
Block grant funding provides more flexibility for small schools.

FINDING:
Students in Necessary Small High Schools seldom have access to advanced
placement or honors courses, which often prevents them from qualifying for the
best universities.

RECOMMENDATION:
Necessary Small High Schools need financial incentives to provide advanced
placement courses through virtual high school opportunities over the Internet,
through video conferencing, or other means.
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ADA Funding
Presenter:
Jim Knerl, Vice Principal, Pacific Union Elementary School

Mr. Knerl described the difficulties schools have faced since the 1998 passage of
SB 727, which revised the way average daily attendance (ADA) was determined.
Prior to SB 727, attendance rolls were boosted by counting unexcused absences as
excused absences, or by counting excused absences as being in attendance.  He
said the practice raised questions of accuracy and honesty, as well as the issue of
actual attendance having an impact on learning.

SB 727 removed excused absences from the ADA apportionment.  Mr. Knerl said
the new law places pressure on schools to work for higher actual attendance rates
in order to boost funding.  He said the result is that districts are forced to pursue
absences more aggressively and are developing incentives to encourage students
not to miss school.

Mr. Knerl said the State uses the base year of 1996-97 to figure a district’s actual
attendance in order to compensate for the funding lost from excused absences.  In
districts with consistent or rising enrollment, funding would be constant or
increased.  For districts with enrollments under the base level, funding would
decline.   He said under the new formula district funding may be affected by flu
epidemics, as well as enrollment declines.

Mr. Knerl said the unanticipated results of SB 727 include:
1) a decline in parents’ willingness to write excuses or contact schools when their

children are absent,
2) schools with lower absence rates having a harder time increasing revenues,
3) a failure of the apportionment to correspond with school staffing needs, which

are based on school enrollment,
4) lost revenues in many rural schools due to declining enrollments, and
5) pressure on schools to maintain a constant number of Independent Study

Contracts in order to keep enrollment numbers equal to the ’96-’97 baseline,
which included all Independent Study Contracts, regardless of their duration.

To remedy those concerns, he recommended that Independent Study Contracts
under ten days be kept in the ADA apportionment, rather than excluding those
shorter contracts as is currently proposed.  Mr. Knerl recommended the
Department of Education give broader scrutiny of the statewide ADA increase
from early 1999, exploring causes such as immigration and other factors as
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possible causes, rather than assuming schools are inaccurately reporting
Independent Study Contracts.

Mr. Knerl also recommended the state consider alternative models for ADA
apportionment, such as the model used in Kansas, where ADA is determined by
school attendance on one day per year.  Other states utilize two or three days to
determine ADA apportionments.

FINDING:
The new ADA apportionment based on the 1996-97 actual attendance baseline
fails to consider the possibility that many rural schools have declining enrollments
or the impacts of widespread illness on attendance levels.

RECOMMENDATION:
The ADA baseline must be adjusted so schools with declining enrollments are not
negatively impacted.  ADA apportionments must not be reduced because of
temporary factors, such as of widespread illness.

FINDING:
Schools feel pressure to maintain the number of Independent Study Contracts that
were included in the ’96-’97 baseline in order to receive full ADA apportionment.

RECOMMENDATION:
Rural schools must be allowed to include all Independent Study Contracts,
regardless of duration, when figuring ADA apportionments. Rather than assume
schools are falsely reporting Independent Study Contracts, the State must consider
alternative causes for statewide ADA increases, such as immigration.

FINDING:
By removing excused absences from the ADA apportionment, schools feel
pressured to more aggressively pursue absent students.

RECOMMENDATION:
School districts need additional staffing resources to pursue truants and to improve
attendance rates through other means, such as development of attendance
incentives.
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FINDING:
Other states base ADA funding on a sampling of attendance during a given school
year, using one, two, or three days’ attendance as the baseline, possibly providing a
more accurate count than California’s use of 1996-97 figures.

RECOMMENDATION:
California should consider basing ADA apportionments on attendance sampling.
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Special Education Services
Presenter:
Ruth York, Director of Educational Services, Del Norte County Office of
Education

Ms. York said today’s special education programs serve students with more severe
problems and do so with less funding and under more mandates than ever before.
In Del Norte County, special education programs alone encroach on the county
schools’ office general fund by more than $200,000.  Ms. York said many
government programs are good ideas, but are only partially paid for by the
government.

California’s use of ADA for funding special education, as established through AB
602, impedes counties with higher than average numbers of special education
students, such as Del Norte.  The presence of Pelican Bay State Prison has a clear
impact on the community, she noted, correlating with higher rates of substance
abuse, child abuse, and high unemployment.

Transportation for special education students is another huge expense for small
school districts.  Students often need transportation to counseling and mental
health services.  Specialized services for these students are not available in rural
communities.  From Crescent City, the nearest providers of some services are in
Ashland, Oregon or in Redding, making the transportation costs exorbitant.  Ms.
York gave several examples of cases where the schools have gone to great
expense to serve special needs children.  She described the school transporting a
deaf child to the Bay Area for a hearing evaluation and covering the cost of the
entire trip; and another case where a Del Norte school spent over $30,000 a year
to provide special services available only in Redding, nearly 300 miles away, for an
emotionally disturbed child.  Ms. York said there was no way to provide these
services without reducing what was available to other students.

Special education teacher recruitment was another issue of concern, as was the
difficulty of obtaining a special education credential.  Ms. York said the cost of
providing special equipment for special needs children is also prohibitive.  She
cited a 1999 Supreme Court ruling that requires schools to provide full time
nursing for certain students.
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FINDING:
Special education programs are serving more severe needs with less funding and
under more mandates than ever before.

RECOMMENDATION:
State and federal mandates to serve more special needs students and to provide
greater levels of services must include full funding to support those services.

FINDING:
ADA funding for special education fails to consider schools with disproportionate
numbers of special needs students or the higher costs of providing services from
rural school sites.

RECOMMENDATION:
Special education funding must correlate with actual numbers of special needs
students within a given school, and consider the availability of services.

FINDING:
Rural school districts spend disproportionate amounts on transportation for special
needs students. Rural schools have much greater distances to cover in order to
access specialized services for students.

RECOMMENDATION:
The State should provide additional funding to help rural schools meet special
education transportation needs.

FINDING:
Rural schools are poorly equipped to comply with mandates that increase staff
time with special needs students.

RECOMMENDATION:
Mandates that increase staff time with special needs students, such as the 1999
Supreme Court ruling that schools must provide full time nursing when needed,
must be fully funded.

FINDING:
Rural schools have a difficult time recruiting special education teachers or
obtaining special education training for those seeking credentials.
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RECOMMENDATION:
The State must provide incentives for teachers to obtain special education
credentials and for credentialed special education teachers to work in rural schools.
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Staff Development
Presenter:
Walt Hanline for Doug Stark, Associate Superintendent of Curriculum and
Instruction, Del Norte County Office of Education

Dr. Hanline presented Mr. Stark’s comments regarding staff development needs in
rural schools.  Time for staff development efforts was the most pressing concern
for rural schools.  The 50 percent cut in staff development days, resulting from
adoption of the Staff Development Buyback Program, hit rural schools hard.  He
recommended staff development days be strategically dispersed throughout the
year, and said additional days are needed to enhance professional development.

The Miller-Unruh Reading Specialist Program is beneficial in providing 50%
funding for a staff development provider and teacher coach position.  Need for the
program is expanding as more inexperienced teachers are hired, and as new
methods for teaching reading are developed.  More school districts could benefit
from the program if additional funding were made available.

Programs like "Goals 2000 Reading Initiatives" should have clear standards for
districts to meet through staff development efforts.  The current "Approved
Provider" approach is very restrictive, with "Approved Providers" not readily
available.

New state programs must come with adequate resources.  Travel expenses from
Del Norte County to staff development activities in Sacramento or San Francisco
are the same as for a trip to the East Coast, and travel time is equally prohibitive.
The Department of Education should rotate training locations out into remote
areas, making it easier for rural school staff to fully participate.
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FINDING:
Rural schools were severely impacted by reductions in staff development days
resulting from the Staff Development Buyback Program.  Current staff develop-
ment levels impair school districts’ ability to meet increasing professional
performance expectations.

RECOMMENDATION:
Schools need additional staff development funding in order to meet growing
professional demands on educators.

FINDING:
The Miller-Unruh Reading Specialist Program provides an important staff
development resource for schools, but is not adequately funded.

RECOMMENDATION:
The State must increase funding for the Miller-Unruh Reading Specialist Program
so more schools can benefit.

FINDING:
The Goals 2000 Reading Initiatives Approved Provider approach to staff
development in reading makes it difficult for schools to obtain training in the
program.

RECOMMENDATION:
Programs like Goals 2000 Reading Initiatives should have standards to be met in
staff development, rather than relying on an Approved Provider to train staff.

FINDING:
Remotely-located schools must spend hundreds of dollars on airfair to attend staff
training in Sacramento or San Francisco.  Drive time to these locations is equally
prohibitive.

RECOMMENDATION:
The Department of Education must provide staff training opportunities in outlying
communities where educators from remote schools could have easier access.



32

CONCLUSION

The Select Committee on Rural Economic Development and the Assembly Budget
Subcommittee on Education Finance studied the problems of funding rural
education in order to better inform California policymakers about how education
funding decisions affect rural schools.

Specialized school services, such as school nursing and special education, are
playing an increasing role in the classroom, yet such programs are understaffed and
inadequately funded in rural communities.  The range of requirements on these
professionals increases each year, yet new mandates seldom come with even partial
funding.  The State must re-evaluate funding for ancillary services, taking into
account the breadth of services provided and the distances these providers must
travel to serve rural students.

The transportation needs of rural school districts are very different from those of
urban districts, and should be funded as such.  School transportation formulas
must consider the distances covered, as well as the higher proportion of students
needing transportation.  Rural schools should be given priority for alternative fuel
buses, or should have access to transportation grant funding, to reduce the impacts
on school district budgets.

Although mechanisms exist to help the smallest schools remain viable, clearly
educators within Low-Wealth districts and Necessary Small Schools feel a great
strain on their resources.  Current funding levels provide for only the most basic
courses, and courses such as music, art, and foreign languages are rarely available.
Educators express concern that students graduated from these schools cannot
compete at the university level with students from larger schools because they
haven’t had the advanced level courses that are becoming prerequisite.  The State
must find a way to address this inequity, either through increased funding or the
use of technology, in order for all students to have an equal opportunity.

Rural schools need more flexible funding mechanisms.  Categorical program
funding comes with too many restrictions, and even some grant programs contain
such onerous requirements that a small school may find the funding impossible to
use.  Funding COLAs are too small to address additional staffing needs.  In the
smallest schools, unyielding Class Size Reduction requirements have prevented
students from benefiting.  California’s new ADA apportionment formula also
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stands to harm rural schools with falling enrollments.  Rural schools need funding
with fewer strings attached, and with more flexibility built in.

These and the other recommendations found throughout this report are offered as
part of the solution to the plight of California’s rural schools.  It is the Committee’s
hope that this report will help guide the Legislature in recognizing the unique
needs of rural schools.  As a tool to be used by the Joint Committee on the Master
Plan for Education—Kindergarten through University, this document will prove
useful in framing California's education blueprint as it relates to rural education.
Armed with this report, the Legislature has the evidence to push for more
appropriate and creative funding mechanisms that will enable students from even
our smallest schools to have same educational opportunities afforded to other
students in the state.
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